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Abstract
Lorcan Dempsey has coined the term “inside-out” to describe how academic libraries are increasingly
supporting the processes of research at their institutions (Dempsey, 2016). Digital scholarship,
changes in scholarly communication practices, advancing technology, and the growing use of
bibliometrics for research evaluation, are fuelling the evolution of library research support services.
Researcher-facing librarians are increasingly being required to upskill and engage with the research
process at deeper, more technical, levels.
In 2019 a project commenced at the University of Otago Library to gather information about the
knowledge, skills, abilities and attributes of researcher-facing librarians performing inside-out tasks.
Various job descriptions were collected and analysed, a survey was sent to IATUL members mapping
inside-out tasks to capabilities, and a workshop was held at the 2019 IATUL conference where further
data was collected. All this work has now resulted in a capability framework designed to support
recruitment, professional development, and address the challenges faced by researcher-facing
librarians and their managers grappling to introduce and sustain inside-out services.
This paper will introduce the capability framework in its current form. It provides commentary on
interesting findings in the project data and discusses how they influenced the building of the capability
framework.
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The University of Otago Library Research Support Unit (RSU) provides expertise and tools in Data
Management, Bibliometrics, Scholarly Communication, and manages services like the Institutional
Repository. In 2019 and 2020, the manager of the RSU completed a project to collect data and build
a framework to support capability building in the unit.
The design and scope of the product of this project, a Capability Framework for researcher-facing
librarians, was influenced by three key concepts. Firstly, Lorcan Dempsey’s concept of inside-out
(Dahl, 2018; Dempsey, 2016) determined what research support tasks the framework would address.
Traditionally academic libraries have focused on bringing outside scholarship into the University
through journal subscriptions, book collections, and providing access to online databases. However,
the inside-out library works to describe and disseminate scholarship from within the University back
out to the world. Examples include digitising unique collections, supporting research data sharing,
managing institutional repositories, running journals on Open Journal Systems and so forth.
Secondly, many academic librarians support inside-out services and their associated tasks to varying
degrees, and their job titles are not always a good indication of this. The framework therefore uses
the concept of a researcher-facing librarian to try and capture most librarians working in this space.
These librarians may be generalists or specialists. They may be called Research Support Librarian,
Data Librarian, or Scholarly Communication Librarian and so forth, but inside-out services represent a
significant proportion of their activities. Thirdly, there are already many competency frameworks in this

space (see: https://otago.libguides.com/capability_framework#s-lib-ctab-21665317-4). Therefore, the
project needed to define the difference between capability and competency in order to ensure it
offered something new. As described in O'Connell et al. (2014), competencies describe the skills
required for familiar tasks occurring in stable environments. They are less useful in dynamic
environments and practice at an advanced level. By contrast, a capability framework does not list
specific tasks. Instead it aims to provide a better understanding of the broader knowledge, skills,
attributes and abilities that enable practice at advanced levels, even when in unfamiliar and changing
situations. A capability framework is useful in areas of complexity to link competency learning to
practice. It doesn’t replace competency frameworks but provides insight into the characteristics that
support successful learning, application and adaption of competencies.
Three different approaches were used to gather data to inform the framework; a survey instrument in
spreadsheet format, a workshop at the 2019 IATUL conference in Perth, and the collection of job
descriptions for librarian positions advertised in 2019 that fitted the definition of researcher-facing and
contained inside-out tasks. The survey asked interested IATUL members to name inside-out tasks
they did and map the tasks to skills, knowledge, and attributes. This will be referred to as the
mapping exercise in this paper. Analysis was mixed methods combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches including word frequency analysis combined with close reading and thematic analysis.
For further detail on methodology please view the presentation “Building a researcher-facing librarian
capability framework” from the 2021 Tātou Tātou: Gather & Grow LIANZA Tertiary & Research
Symposium https://lianza.org.nz/events/telres-symposium/ttgg-21-presentations
Word frequency clouds provide visualisations of the most often mentioned words in the data. These
have been created from the mapping exercise, the IATUL workshop, and job description data.
Word frequency cloud 1 contains the most mentioned words from the mapping exercise. It was
created by combining all mapping exercise spreadsheets into a single spreadsheet before tiding the
data for uploading into NVivo. NVivo’s word frequency functionality was then used to generate the
word cloud. As part of the process, stop words and other meaningless words were filtered out.
Phrases were joined to ensure they counted as a single term e.g. “institutionalrepository”. The
resulting cloud comprises of all words in the data that describe tasks, skills, knowledge, and
attributes. “Communication” is mentioned more often than any other word. Service related terms
“provide”, “managing”, and “support” are also prominent.

Word Frequency Cloud 1

Word frequency cloud 2 is derived from data provided at the 2019 IATUL conference workshop. This
was also generated using NVivo. The 2019 IATUL workshop asked participates to not just consider
the current environment but to crystal ball gaze into the near future and predict growth areas. It is
therefore interesting that the associated word cloud gives more prominence to research technology
heavy words like “datavisualisation(sic)”, “researchdatamanagement(sic)”, “computer”, and
“datamining(sic)”. Also, the words “partnerships”, “connections”, and “relationships”, come to be of
similar frequency to “communication”, which is still prominent but not the most dominant.

Word Frequency Cloud 2

Word frequency cloud 3 was derived from the job description data. The job descriptions were
collected throughout 2019, mostly sourced from listservs and vacancies advertised on the websites of
library professional bodies. Reflecting my own limitations, only English language job descriptions were
collected, and most positions were at university libraries from the Australasian region. The most
prominent words, especially “development” and “management”, may reflect a need for applicates who
can build up and mature various inside-out services.

Word Frequency Cloud 3

The mapping exercise data was further broken down to separate the data collected on tasks, from
knowledge and skills data, and abilities and attributes data. This reveals an even more varied
landscape of words.
For example, once knowledge, skills, and attributes data from the mapping exercise are peeled off
into their own categories, the word "support" becomes the most prominent (word frequency cloud 4).
This reflects that most tasks listed often had support before them, for example support ORCID,
support publishing, support open access. How this aligns with calls in the literature to rebrand
librarians as partners in research (Cox, 2016, 2018; Monroe-Gulick et al., 2013), rather than
supporters of research, is an interesting thought. Should librarians get into the habit of saying they
are a partner in publishing or a partner in managing data? Is the prominent use of the word support
when describing what researcher-facing librarians do problematic in developing truly collaborative
relationships with researchers?

Word Frequency Cloud 4

In a similar vein, the connection between library work as information work is apparent in the
dominance of the word “requirements” featuring prominently in the skills and knowledge category. In
other words, inside-out tasks required knowing information about copyright requirements, publishing
requirements, funder requirements and so forth.

Word Frequency Cloud 5

In the category of abilities and attributes, the often-called soft skills, all are dwarfed by communication
(Word frequency cloud 6). When communication is removed from the word cloud other soft skills that
are also frequently mentioned become easier to examine (word frequency cloud 7). In a recently
published CLIP report on the impact of AI on libraries, author Andrew Cox argues that these are the
skills that computers are unlikely to reproduce and will become increasingly important in the library
workforce (Cox, 2021). This data suggests a strong emphasis on librarians needing to be problem
solvers, whether the problem is technical, informational, or people in origin. One of the questions this
raises is how to create an environment that supports the development and nurturing of these traits.

Word Frequency Cloud 6

Word Frequency Cloud 7

The mapping exercise data used to create the framework also included questions on levels of
expertise required. Specifically, for each task recorded in the mapping exercise respondents were
asked “What level of knowledge and skills do you need to do this task well? Beginner, intermediate,
advanced?”. To support a shared understanding, definitions were provided for beginner,
intermediate, and advanced. Likewise, definitions were provided for what the expertise being
measured was in. The three categories used were; Library and Information Science (LIS),
Domain/Discipline knowledge, and Research Technology.

Expertise graph 1

As illustrated in expertise graph 1, across all inside-out services most tasks require an intermediate
level of LIS expertise or more, except for Digital Scholarship. Interestingly, no one rated any
bibliometric tasks at the beginner LIS level. As revealed in expertise graphs 2 and 3, even in the
domain and research technology categories most bibliometric tasks are considered above the
beginner level. This may have implications when recruiting early career librarians to these roles. This
data suggests they will need more scaffolding to feel confident even with the basic tasks, as those
tasks may not actually be that basic.

Expertise graph 2

The need for domain expertise is similar to LIS in that most tasks require an intermediate level of
domain expertise or more. This time it is within Unique and Special Collections that no responsdant
rated any task at beginner level. Nearly half of the Scholarly Communication tasks require advanced
domain expertise. A good example of where this advanced expertise is applied is when dealing with
subject specific repositories and associated metadata.

Expertise graph 3

Research technology was expected to illicit many tasks requiring advanced levels of expertise.
However, that was not reflected in the data. This was especially surprising for Research Data
Management and Digital Scholarship, areas where presumably advanced expertise in research
technology would be an advantaged. One possible explanation is that when a task requires
advanced levels of research technology expertise librarians either bring that expertise in from allied
supporters (e.g. IT Professionals) or do not offer services at that level.

As part of the mapping exercise, respondents were also asked to list who they went to for help with
the inside-out tasks they listed. According to the data, when reaching out to internal colleagues,
researcher-facing librarians are most likely to contact others working in information and outreach
services, such as Subject and Liaison Librarians. This is especially so for Scholarly Communication
tasks. Research Data Management tasks more often see researcher-facing librarians reach out to IT
specialists and developers within the library. Senior librarians are also sources of help. Senior
librarians and managers seem to play an important role in supporting inside-out tasks. However, as
Owens suggests in a recent article on imposter phenomenon and skills confidence, general
librarianship skills and confidence do not always translate to skills and confidence specifically in
inside-out tasks (Owens, 2021). Senior librarians need opportunities to develop their own confidence
and expertise if they are to feel confident supporting junior colleagues. Academics and vendors are
common external sources of support, especially for Scholarly Communication tasks. Overall, there is
a large and diverse pool of potential help that researcher-facing librarians feel they can tap into.
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The capability framework itself is inspired by the Victorian Public Sector Commission Capability
Framework (https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/resources/vps-capability-framework/). It is broken down into 5
categories. Each category contains the capabilities rated to that category and a definition of each
capability. The capabilities are not listed in any hierarchical order.
The framework is a thinking tool. It should never be used to try and recruit or train someone to have
all capabilities to an advanced level. This person would be a purple squirrel (Purple squirrel, n.d.).
Instead it should support conversations about the capabilities needed to be successful. A manager
might use it to recognise and fill capability gaps in their team. A researcher-facing librarian might use
it to plan professional development. A trainer might use it to set learning objectives.
The framework is live for use (https://otago.libguides.com/capability_framework). A version is also
available on GitHub (https://github.com/Shiobhan/Capability-Framework/tree/main). The whole
framework is licenced with Creative Commons to enable easy use and reuse. However, it is a work in
progress. Current data can’t provide more nuanced systematic mapping of capabilities to inside-out
services. Future development will include classifying capabilities further to better understand if some
are more important than others and at what level of expertise.
The framework is also subject to some limitations. For example, although it uses wording that
hopefully won’t outdate quickly, this is a rapidly evolving area for librarianship. To help avoid
problems, the framework purposely uses generic terms such as “Knowledge of programming
concepts” or “Knowledge of key sources of bibliometric data and analytics tools” rather than specific
terms such as knowledge of python code or knowledge of Scopus. However, it will always need to be
monitored and updated. Another limitation comes from the wording and concepts used in the
mapping exercise. While examples were used to illustrate a concept, there is always a possibility that
when providing data, respondents had different definitions or understandings that may have affected
their answers in unexpected ways. Finally, as a librarian with over 15 years’ experience, the most
recent in providing research support, I believe my professional experiences have allowed me to
quickly understand and pull insights from the data. However, I also acknowledge that my perspective
is shaped by many other factors including my age, ethnicity, education, neurodiversity, and gender.
As well as the framework, case studies have been created to illustrate how the capabilities can be
connected to inside-out tasks being undertaken at various levels of expertise. Thematic analysis was
also combined with word frequency to develop a list of common themes and the words most
associated with them. These provide a succinct summary of what researcher-facing librarians are
doing when working in inside-out services and include diverse themes like consultation, identity
management, relationship building, and policy.
In conclusion, the University of Otago Library Capability Framework is a thinking tool to support
recruitment, professional development, and address the challenges faced by researcher-facing
librarians and their managers grappling to introduce and sustain inside-out services. The data used to
inform and structure the framework provides insights into what inside-out tasks are being undertaken
and the related skills, knowledge, abilities, and attributes required to undertake them. It also provides
a snapshot of who researcher-facing librarians go to for help, and the levels of expertise required to
complete inside-out tasks.
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